THE ARTIST
Our current exhibition offers a suite of sixteen illustrations for the Book of Jonah. The media used are pen and ink, watercolor and gouache. They were created by Niko Chocheli, who spent the 1997-98 academic year as artist-in-residence at La Salle, and who came to this country three years ago to pursue his creative dreams. From his homeland, the Republic of Georgia, he brought not only his talent, but a stalwart faith nurtured by a people that has tenaciously held onto its religion for centuries.
When Chocheli arrived in Philadelphia, he made friends with several patrons of the arts who saw potential in his work. One, Roberta Binder, gave him free use of the second floor of her Doylestown store for his studio. And another friend, art col lector Lore Kephart, introduced the artist to Brother Daniel Burke, who was struck by Chocheli's vivid imagination and eye for detail. After two years he was granted an Alien with Extraordinary Abilities green card. This type of immigration status, which enables Chocheli to stay indefinitely in this coun try, is typically offered to only the most elite celebrities and art ists. Here he has continued to use his skills as an artist, compe tencies he had developed in twelve years as a student and assis tant in the local and national academies of the Republic of Georgia. During these years he was represented in numerous exhibitions and was awarded over thirty prizes.
Chocheli explains that religion is part of nationalism in his country. Throughout Georgia's history, invaders have tried first to take control of the people, and then change their beliefs. But Christianity, specifically the Georgian Orthodox faith, has been firmly entrenched there, since almost its very beginning. Aggressors tried, but failed. Even Communism, which swal lowed Georgia into the former Soviet Union, couldn't eradicate the people's beliefs. Chocheli says Georgia was one of the few regions of the union where religion was still openly practiced during Communist rule. "Throughout our history, people have had to defend their homeland, and their faith," he said. "That shows their strong belief, because they had to die for it."
Chocheli grew up in a landscape dotted with beautiful and an cient, churches, some dating back to the 6th century. He was also influenced by parents who felt equal love for art and relig ion. Both are artists and teachers still residing in Georgia. His grandmother, a lover of literature, stirred his creativity with age-old folk stories filled with giants, little people and an as sortment of animals.
Our exhibition of Niko's illustrations is supplemented, in our hall bookcases, with other illustrated editions of the Book of Jonah, especially from private presses.
Maureen Piche
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THE BOOK OF JONAH
Among the shortest books in the great anthology we call the Bi ble is the marvelous story of a prophet called Jonah. He is cer tainly an engaging character but also rather self-willed, in fact recalcitrant. Because he did not see things as Yahweh saw them, he had to be brought low before he saw the light. Even then, he had to be coaxed out of some childish pouting, when things did not turn out as he expected.
The action of the book starts immediately as the Lord orders Jonah off to the wicked city of Nineveh to announce its im pending destruction. But the prophet takes off in the opposite direction and, among other mysteries in the story, it is not clear why. Was he simply being willful? Was he afraid o f the wicked Ninevites? Did he disdain to preach to others than the Chosen People? Did he worry that Yahweh would relent (as he says later in the story) and leave him open to ridicule or worse, after he had preached doom and ruin?
More clear is the symbolic import of his descent-from moun tains to seashore, ship, ship's hold, deep sleep during the wild storm, to the bottom of the sea and the belly of the whale-and his subsequent repentance, prayer, and return to land. Centu ries later Jesus applies the prophet's fall and resurrection to himself: "Just as Jonah spent three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, so will the Son of Man spend three days and three nights in the bowels of the earth" (Matthew 12:40). The Book of Jonah is traditionally read in synagogue on the Day of Atonement to recall Jonah's call to repentance. Jesus also com mends the effectiveness of Jonah's preaching-and the faith of his listeners: "The people of Niveveh will rise up at the judg ment with this generation and condemn it, because they re pented at the prediction of Jonah, and see, something greater then Jonah is here!" (Matthew 12:41).
Ironically, Jonah becomes a victim of unforeseen, or rather halfforeseen, consequences. After his preaching, the prophet camps outside Nineveh under a shading vine, to witness the city's impending destruction. When, after its repentance, the city is saved, Jonah is in a tantrum about the reversal of the Lord's condemnation-as well as about the loss of his shadowing vine.
The story then ends rather abruptly with Yahweh's explanations to the petulant Jonah. The Lord's last words are of mercy and love: "Should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals."
Two important themes run implicity through the Book of Jonah. Clearly the author was trying, like Milton centuries later in his great epic, "to justify the ways of God to man." And like an earlier epic writer, the author was urging the wisdom of conforming our errant human wills to a Creator who knows and desires everything needed for the ultimate well-being and happiness of His creatures: "In His will is our peace," said Dante, succinctly and beautifully.
Niko's appealing set of illustrations for the Book of Jonah is a 6 splendid mix of the serious and the playful, of ancient Eastern illuminations and modem fantasy, of accomplished academic drawing and an ingenuous folk palette. It is a mixture which is disarming on its own terms, yet respectful of the serious import of the biblical message.
Brother Daniel Burke Director
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